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ROYAL 
COMPOSERS 


MUSIC OF TRAVANCORE 


ie Travancore the Dravidian 
/ . system of music in the 

indigenous form called 
Sopana, existed side by side with Aryan music. 
Music was cultivated here in a purely Dravidian 
form from very early times and developed into 
a system. Songs of course existed mostly 
embodied in Kathakali and  Pattoos or national 
songs such as Oonjal, Tullal, Vangi, Tiruva- 
thira, Bhadrakali, etc. Several Dravidian ragas 
are traceable such as Padi, Indisa, Indalam, 
Puranira and Kanna Kuranji. Twenty other 
tunes were added to Tevaram Hymns such as 
Nata, Pazham Panjaram (Sankarabharana), 
Sadhari (Pantuvarali), Kousikam (Bhairavi). 
There was a musical instrument called Yazh 
which corresponds to the Veena of the Aryan 
System and Sapta swaras under the name of 
Kural, Thuttani, Kaikalai, Ouzhai, Isa, Vilari 
and Taram. 7 


By 
M, R. SHASTRI 


Influence of Aryan Music: 
It is quite possible that- the 
; Aryan music may have stimu- 
lated Dravidian music and many Aryan ragas 
may have been incorporated into them with 
their peculiar curves and graces, and tunes of 
pattoos found in its system. Princes Kartik 
Tirunal and Aswati Tirunal during the 18th 
Century composed tunes in this style. But 
the brisk eastern style of music propagated 
by Tyagaraja influenced the system of Swati 


Tirunal. 


The royal family of Travancore has always 
been famous for its accomplishments in the 
fields of literature and art. The modern 
development in the various branches of art 
and literature, music and poetry bear the stamp 
of its royal progenitors and patrons. 
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ROYAL MUSICIANS 


Aswati Tirunal 1756 A. D: He was an 


accomplished Sanskrit scholar and has composed 
several Keertans which are sung even today in 
Padmanabha Swamy’s temple. It is the start- 
ing point of the modern Travancorean music. 
The Astapadis of Jayadeva which were sung, 
formed the stock music of the celebrated 
Shatkala Govinda Marar. He was a_ vocal 
singer of a high order who could sing with 
equal facility, Tyagaraj Kritis, Varnas, Tillanas, 
Hindustani, Gujerati and Marathi songs and 
could elaborate ragas and pallavis. 


Rani Rukmini Bai (1800-37): She was the 
sister of Swati Tirunal and was herself among 
the first to sound the note of peace in her 
musical compositions. ‘Though not many, the 
compositions are yet characterised by a charm- 
ing simplicity, directness and depth of feeling. 


Rani Laxmi Bai: She inherited the musical 
talents of her mother to which was added a 
voice remarkable for its sweetness. 


Rani Setu Parvati Bai (1896): Travancore is 
blessed by her auspicious birth in the Mavelik- 
kara Royal House from which princesses have 
been adopted in the ruling house of Travan- 
core. Her talents in painting have to be traced 
to the famous artist, Raja Ravi Varma, who was 
no other than her grand-father. The several 
inspiring addresses by her at the music confer- 
ences, Madras, breathe the new spirit of a 
higher vision. Her knowledge of music is very 
profound. For hours, she loves to play on the 
Veena or expound the principles of English or 
Indian music. She has composed songs in 
several languages. 


Kerala Varma Valiakoil Thambiran: Kerala 
Varma Valiakoil Thambiran was a good exponent 
of Veena. His attainments in music harmonised 
well with those of his royal consort. 


H. H. Martanda Varma (1846): The art of 
Kathakali flourished under him. Musicians 
Kshirabdhi Sastri, Parameswar Bhagavathar and 
Meruswamy were his musicians. 


Ayillum Tirunal:: Most brilliant musicians 
graced his court like Raghava Iyer, Kalyana 
Krishna Iyer (Been), Mahadev Iyer (Violin), 
Kunjan Raja (Swarabat) and Kittu Bhagavathar, 
an all, round musician and instrumentalist. It 
was the period of Raghav Iyer’s bright achieve- 
ments. The Raja was an accomplished musician 


who threw his heart and soul in the development 
of music and liberally patronised votaries. 


Irvin Varma Tampi (1783—1856 A. D.); 
Irvin Varma Tampi came from the royal stock. 
He was a gifted poet, the finish and beauty of 
whose compositions are on a par with those 
of the Raja Swati Tirunal. As they used 
to consult one another, a literary league was 
formed which tended to encourage each other 
in the work of composition. It seems that 
Tampi composed about 500 pieces of which 
many are extant. His daughter Kittu Kunji 
Tangachi was a celebrated poetess whose 
grandson Padmanabha Tampi is a recognized 
contemporary painter. 


Sri Swati Tirunal Raja (1812-1847): No 
composer ever influenced the growth and 
development of music in Kerala to such an 
extent as Swati Tirunal. His own original 
contributions in various languages and_ his 
patronage of musicians put the West Coast 
prominently on the musical map of South 
India. A state of stagnation had set in 
Kerala which needed a musical genius to enable 
her to tow the line along with other regions of 
South India. It was then that Destiny chose 
Swati Tirunal as the herald of the glorious 
revolution. 


Under the auspices of this royal patron, 
new forms and techniques springing up else- 
where in South India, were slowly but steadily 
incorporated into the music of Kerala. Contacts 
were established ; musicians were brought from 
outside; and Trivandrum became a famous 
centre of Karnatic music. His court attracted 
musicians from far and wide and found in it an 
ideal atmosphere for giving free-play to their 
talents. Opportunities also came to musicians 
of Kerala to move closely with the ‘‘Ambassa- 
dors” from outside and learn the compositions 
of masters as well as the techniques of skilled 
musicians. And there was a great transforma- 
tion as a result of this intercourse. Music in 
Kerala began to flow along new channels, while 
Kathakali_ preserved most of the characteristics 
of early Kerala music, complete identity with 
the rest of South India prevailed in other 
spheres of classical music. 


The Travancore royal line had many not- 
able distinctions to its credit. It was probably 
this royal family that produced a supreme 
devotee, Kulasekhar Azwar, who amongst the 
galaxy of royal princes, was the only ruler who 
enjoyed the glory and pride of being ranked 
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in the heirarchy of Vaishnava Bhaktas: He 
made God Padmanabha the object of uni- 
versal worship to whom he dedicated all his 
songs with great reverence, as Padmanabha 
Dasa Vanchipalas _He was known as_ the 
king among musicians and his reign noted as 
the Augustian Era of Travancore. Early in 
life he received a sound education and mas- 
tered about twelve languages. His composi- 
tions range over six languages, viz., Telugu, 
Sanskrit, Kannada, Marathi, Manipravalam 
and Hindi consisting of Keertans, Varnas, 
Padas, Prabandhas and Tillanas. There are 
two Keertans in which he has epitomized the 
epics of Ramayana and Bhagavata and another 
in which he has set forth the Seetala Maha- 
tmyam on the religious sanctity of Trivandrum. 


On festive occasions these songs are 
- periodically sung. This custom prevails. even 
today. He composed utsava  Prabandhas, 


Navaratra Kirtans to be sung during Vijaya 
Dasami festival. 
seven 


His works may be divided. into 


classes : 


(1) Bhakta Manjari (2) Padmanabha Sataka 
(3) Sreeanandapuravarnana (4) Ajamila Upa- 
khyana and Kuchelopakhyana (5) Sangeeta 
Kirtans (6) Utsava Prabandhas and (7) Padas. 


1. Bhakta Manjari is a devotional 
work which establishes the prominence of 
Bhakti Marga for the attainment of four 
Purusharthas. 


2. Padmanabha Sataka is a cluster of one 
hundred verses in praise of the tutelary Deity 
of the Royal House. The style resembles the 
stotra of Sankaracharya. 


3. Sreeanandapuravarnana is a Sanskrit 
champu in 10 sthabakas. 


4. Ajamila and Kuchela Upakhyanas are 
Harikathas in which real innovation in the 
musical concert of Kerala is exhibited. 


5. Kirtans comprise all varieties of songs 
and all the ragas are illustrated. They are 
classified as Nauaratra Keertans infusing Nava 
Bhaktis, Ghana Keertans in eight ragas, 
Madhyamakala Keertan in the form of Ragmala 
wherein each charana is-set in a different raga. 


6. Padas are on the model of Geeta 


Govinda, “erotic compositions ‘suited to the 
dance. 


7. Tillanas are mnemotechnic rhythmic 
syllables light pieces set to sweet ragas like 
Bihag Kafi and are in praise of various deities 
of the Hindu pantheon. 


8. Utsava Prabandhas composed in Mani- 
pravala style, a blend of felicitous Malayali 
and Sanskrit charm and interspersed with 
gems of musical compositions set to different 
tunes and talas, 


9. Varnas are compositions in which raga 
elaboration and notation is clearly exhibited. 
In some of his devotional pieces, the Sopana 
method is achieved to perfection. 


CHARACTERISTICS 


The chief features of the Kritis are beauty, 
simplicity, sweetness, light and depth of feeling 
and elegance. In point of language, the 
peculiarity is the copious use of Swaraksharas. 
He introduced the swaras most adroitly in 
several compositions without vitiating the 
meaning at all. His longer varnams are highly 
complex and would put to test the vocal 
powers of even an advanced musician. The 
peculiar charm of his compositions lies in that, 
he has not only clothed his thoughts in the 
aptest words and expressions and with uniform 
strength and harmony of numbers but also 
adapted them to the aptest ragas or modes. 
In his compositions the sentiments are 
lofty and the mastery of language is admirable. 
As for his Hindi compositions, his knowledge 
of Hindustani was so extensive and grasp of 
technique so thorough and perfect that many 
of his compositions may be compared to those 
of Tansen and Baiju Bawra. 


STYLE 


The style combines the excellences of the 
Aryan and the Dravidian styles of music while 
avoiding the defects of both. A native and 
pristine simplicity like that attached to the 
poems of Chaucer, which is inimitable, charac- 
terises these compositions. They are literary 
gems of the highest polish. He was highly 
gifted in the delineation of all ragas. In his 
compositions, there is the delineation of 
Madhura Bhakthi—the form adopted by 
saints like Chaitanya, Ramananda and Kabir. 
His songs were not composed in a flippant style 
like the cine tunes of today. They are all 
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inspired outpourings of a heart steeped in 
reverent devotion to God and are charged 
with the most brilliant flashes of artistic 
genius. He left a valuable legacy in his charm- 
ing combination of the grace and beauty of the 
old Karnatic music with the refinement and 
subtleness of the new style. 


COURT MUSICIANS 


He appreciated talent in all spheres of 
activity, and he strove by patronage and 
example to instil into the minds of his subjects 
a spirit of high literary cult and artistic per- 


ception. He patronised both the schools of 
music and his durbar was graced by (1) Vidwan 
Koil Tambiran, Irvan Varma Tampi (scholars 
and poets) ; (2) Vadivelu; (3) Ponnayya Nattu- 
vars; (4) Kannayya Bhagavathar; (5) Meruswami 
the Kokilakanta (1835); (6) Mridangam Hari 
Rao; (7) Dewan Subba Rao (Drum); (8) Kshira- 
bdhi Sastri (alias Siva Rama Gurudoss) ; 


(9) Raghunath Rao (Veena); [(10) Tanjore 
Rama Iyengar (Hindusthani); (11) Chintamani 
(Sarangi) ; (12) Suleman Saheb; (13) Halavati 
(Swarabat)] ; (14) Govindamarar; (15) Krishna 
Marar (16) Parameswar Bhagavatar and (17) 
Lakshangosai. 





